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ABSTRACT 
 
From production to sale, farm operations thrive on the demanding work of farm labor. However, 
social research on agriculture does not give adequate attention to issues of labor and work. 
Through participant observation, interviews, and content analysis, I analyze work from multiple 
perspectives within Mississippi agriculture. I focus on individuals involved in produce farming 
in two communities located in Northwest and Southeast Mississippi. I apply the boundary work 
theoretical framework to my findings, which reveals the complexities of the agriculture sector in 
Mississippi and illuminates the ways in which individuals not only define themselves but the 
work they do and the sector at large. The findings from this study expand on Michèle Lamont’s 
studies by addressing the symbolic and social boundaries of local organizations and federal 
institutions and the ways these boundaries both constrain and enable farmers.  
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DEDICATION 
 
For farmers everywhere. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Five years ago, I started my first farm job. With no knowledge of agriculture or previous 
manual labor experience, I signed up for an intensive summer internship on a 10-acre produce 
farm in Montana. Never letting the sun see me rest, though physically exhausting, was 
transformative for my wellbeing. Along with my fellow interns and the guidance of our farm 
director, I cultivated a deep appreciation for agriculture and the work required to sustain a 
farming operation. My work in agriculture also sparked an interest to better understand this 
complex sector and the work lives of individuals. From production to sale, farm operations thrive 
on the demanding work of farm labor. However, social research on agriculture does not give 
adequate attention to issues of labor and work. Literature on agriculture work in the Southeastern 
United States is especially limited, and this research project adds to the body of knowledge by 
describing how individuals, organizations, and governing institutions define agriculture and work 
in this context. 
The study settings for this project are Northwest and Southeast Mississippi, areas with a 
rich agricultural history and current production of both produce (fruit and vegetable) and 
commodity crops. It focuses on work and workers on produce farms. Literature on produce 
farmers and farm workers is often restricted to areas of high production, especially the West 
Coast and the Midwest in the U.S. Similarly, available literature often describes farmer and farm 
workers in narrow and distinct occupational terms. This study applies the concepts of symbolic 
boundaries and boundary work in attempts to address these gaps and answer the following 
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research questions: How do people working in agriculture define their position and their work? 
How do organizations and institutions define and describe agriculture and farm work? And, how 
do each build symbolic boundaries around their position and work? 
These research questions, and the findings that address them, contribute to the larger 
theoretical studies on boundaries and boundary work by exploring individual, collective, and 
organizational boundary work specific to community and work sector contexts. While focused 
on agriculture, and certainly intended to broaden knowledge of agriculture in the Southeast, these 
questions can apply to the study of multiple work sectors and academic disciplines. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 Symbolic, social, and physical boundaries are of increasing interest and importance to 
social and cultural scholars alike. Concerned with distinction and inequality, sociologists often 
analyze boundaries to explore how individuals and groups can create and reinforce identity by 
distinguishing themselves from others. The expanding body of literature on boundaries is 
important to both understanding boundary work and also understanding how both the intended 
and unintended consequences of such boundary work can create pathways for inclusion and 
exclusion.  
Boundary theory, though a relatively new framework, builds from such venerated 
scholars like Pierre Bourdieu, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and Georg Simmel, to show how 
symbolic, cultural boundaries produce and perpetuate systems of inequality (Lamont 1992).  
Influential works on symbolic boundaries, such as those by Michèle Lamont (1992 and 2000), 
not only reveal how individuals simultaneously create identity and distinction, but also show the 
variation of values, perspectives, and identities within larger groups concerning race, gender, and 
. Such works, created to expand on the prior studies on symbolic boundaries, purposefully 
moved away from the focus on institutions and organizations as unit of analysis, and instead 
focused on the collective expressions of individuals. In doing so, however, these studies 
underemphasize the role of organizations and institutions in creating both symbolic and social 
boundaries and in constraining or enabling the boundary work of individuals. This study strives 
to connect the literature focused on the micro-expressions of individuals (and the boundaries 
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they create) with those that incorporate or focus on the boundaries and boundary work of 
organizations and institutions.  
 The present chapter provides a systematic literature review of boundaries and boundary 
work. I also include a brief discussion of literature on agriculture and work, and the disconnect 
between the scholarship on agriculture and that on boundary work. The review is focused on 
boundaries and boundary work in the workplace, not only because this part of the field includes a 
large number of studies, but also because workers’ values, expressions, and identities are 
embedded in larger systems of work, especially as workers are typically employed within 
regulated organizations and institutions. I attempt to identify and understand symbolic and social 
boundaries as well as the concept of boundary work and how it applies to the field of work and 
occupations at large.  
 I begin with a review of studies on agricultural work, and then move into an exploration 
of symbolic boundaries, social boundaries, and boundary work through a review of foundational 
texts as well as more contemporary studies. In this first section, I focus on two landmark works 
by Michèle Lamont: Money, Morals, and Manners: The Culture of the French and the American 
Upper-Middle Class (1992) and The Dignity of Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries of 
Race, Class, and Immigration (2000), and build on these texts with more contemporary studies 
to understand how scholars define and conceptualize symbolic boundaries, social boundaries, 
and boundary work. I then move into a focused discussion on studies devoted to work, 
occupations, and organizations. In this section, I aim to center the larger concepts of boundaries 
and boundary work in a specific context and outline how scholars approach studies of workers 
and workplaces.  
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 After describing the conceptualization and application of boundary work, I then analyze 
the literature on boundaries in the workplace to discuss how these studies describe the role of 
organizations and/or institutions. I expand on Lamont’s discussions of institutions and social 
boundaries to discover how organizations and institutions do boundary work themselves and how 
scholars describe the consequences of such boundary work on individuals. Next, I outline some 
remaining questions and possible directions for future research. This includes a discussion of an 
additional concept, the boundary object, and how it might be used to further research on 
symbolic boundaries and work and occupations. Finally, I briefly describe the importance of 
research that studies symbolic boundaries on individual, organizational, and institutional levels. I 
conclude by connecting this literature review to my research and assess the possible additions 
and applications of my findings. 
Agriculture and Work 
 Race, gender, and class interact to create occupational stratification and complex work 
relationships in agriculture. An increase in transnational farm worker populations across the U.S. 
has greatly influenced and increased literature on farm work (Wells 1996). Miriam Wells notes 
that farm work in California is significantly influenced by race and class structures, deeply 
impacting relationships between farm managers/owners and workers (1996). Peggy Barlett’s 
study (1986), on the other hand, emphasizes the positive relationships between workers and 
owners on farms, though this finding may be attributed to regional differences as it is focused on 
the Southeast. Since the 1990s, research on migrant labor has soared, and research specific to 
work in agriculture has focused on the occupational stratification and race/ethnic relations 
between migrant and native-born workers (Mohl 2003; Wells 1996). Farm workers, however, in 
this body of research, are often assumed to be a homogenous group of non-native individuals 
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participating in temporary work (Wells 1996). Still, many farming communities continue to 
thrive on work of native-born individuals with full-time jobs in agriculture (Barlett 1986). 
The insights from this body of knowledge on work and agriculture reveal some of the 
complexities of work in agriculture. However, this research assumes a homogenous group of 
workers, and typically analyzes the farm worker and farm owner under separate contexts, when 
in certain communities, owners may also act (or have previously acted) as workers. Much of the 
research on farm structure and farm workers takes place in specific regions, namely the West 
Coast and the Midwest (Lobao and Meyer 2001; Wells 1996). Research that explores the farm 
workers’ work lives in the U.S. Southeast is largely absent from the contemporary body of 
literature on agrifood systems and sociology of work, and this study intends to address this gap. 
Applying boundary theory to this study, situated in the Southeast, can elaborate on 
existing studies by showing how individuals in agriculture define themselves and their work. 
This adds to the existing literature by showing how native-born Mississippi farmers engage in 
boundary work to assign passion and pride to their work while exercising agency to change 
organizational and institutional conceptions of agriculture. Boundary work also shows how 
farmers with two or more occupations build an occupational identity around farming by 
attributing greater moral value to their work in agriculture. Bridging the gap between research on 
agriculture and research on boundary work not only increases understanding of agriculture, but 
also increases the applicability of boundary theory to other regulated sectors of work. The 
following sections are a review of literature on boundary work and the workplace that describe 
the ways boundary work has contributed to social research and opportunities for its growth.  
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Boundaries: What Are They? 
 
 In her pioneering work on boundaries, Money, Morals, and Manners: The Culture of the 
French and the American Upper-Middle Class, Michèle Lamont explicitly defines symbolic 
boundaries as, “conceptual distinctions that we make to categorize objects, people, practices, and 
even time and space” (Lamont 1992: 35). This definition, and variations of it, is often used in 
later studies on symbolic boundaries and, therefore, serves as an important reference for defining 
and categorizing types of boundaries and the boundary work involved in their creation (Lamont 
and Molnár 2002). There are, however, additional defining characteristics of symbolic 
boundaries. As suggested by Lamont (1992) in the introduction of this text, symbolic boundaries 
can be both subjective and objective and may vary in their meaning and value within and across 
groups or cultures. Symbolic boundaries are recognized because of their shared cultural 
meanings and are important in understanding how individuals define both themselves and others 
(Lamont 1992; Lamont 2000).  
 Lamont’s initial text was not the first to analyze symbolic boundaries, but was the first to 
inductively and thoughtfully describe three types of boundaries: moral, socioeconomic, and 
cultural, across two national and cultural contexts (America and France). Though categorization 
is a useful organizational tool, it is important to note that the three types of boundaries are not 
mutually exclusive and often overlap and interact in the boundary work of individuals (Lamont 
1992; Lamont 2000). This text is noted for expanding on Bourdieu’s “cultural capital” to 
emphasize the ways in which upper-middle class professionals employ moral boundaries in the 
workplace to reaffirm their own identity and membership by distinguishing themselves from 
others, typically lower-class individuals, groups, and/or values (Lamont 1992). Lamont’s account 
of moral boundaries continues to influence contemporary studies on symbolic boundaries and it 
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is important that moral boundaries are understood not as dichotomies (of right and wrong), but 
instead as a continuum of values; personal characteristics such as integrity, dignity, or ethics 
(Lamont 1992). Values can and do vary across cultures and groups within cultures, but they are 
nevertheless used by individuals in boundary work to indicate commonality and distinction.  
 The social boundary, though not described or analyzed in Lamont’s earliest works, is 
both an important and interesting concept. In their 2002 review, Michèle Lamont and Virág 
Molnár define social boundaries as “objectified forms of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of resources (material and nonmaterial) and social 
opportunities” (Lamont and Molnár 2002:168). Implied by Lamont in earlier works (1992 and 
2000), objective social boundaries are often established and implemented under regulated 
organizations and larger institutions, such as religion, media, and the military, just to name a few. 
Symbolic boundaries created by individuals can also lead to more rigid social boundaries as 
individuals come to recognize and support a symbolic boundary (Lamont and Molnár 2002).  
Lamont’s foundational works purposefully move away from the focus on institutions and 
social boundaries, as previously published works on symbolic boundaries often focused too 
heavily on institutions. However, a focus on the individual and/or group, without any analysis of 
organizations and institutions, is equally problematic. Of course, Lamont’s analysis does provide 
some reference to organizations and institutions, especially in discussions of socioeconomic 
boundaries (Lamont 1992 and 2000). Yet these discussions are often insufficient and the 
audience is left to assume that external, institutional forces are influencing the boundary work of 
individuals. This is perhaps why Lamont and Molnár (2002) suggest future studies consider both 
symbolic and social boundaries, the relationship between them, and the various actors involved 
in producing both such boundaries. Doing so, as they recommend, can lead to a more applicable 
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framework with greater synthesis across disciplines (Lamont and Molnár 2002). Studies that 
include both the individual and larger, influential agents (such as various economic, political, and 
social institutions) are better equipped to distinguish between symbolic and social boundaries 
and can also reveal the complexities of boundary theory at large. 
Reviewing the definitions of symbolic and social boundaries is useful for understanding 
research on boundaries and boundary work, though it is also important to discuss the other ways 
Lamont and others characterize and conceptualize boundaries. Symbolic boundaries and the 
boundary work used to create said boundaries are referred to as “essential” or “necessary” 
(Lamont 1992; Lamont and Molnár 2002). Boundary work, the expressions and practices of 
social agents that simultaneously contribute to identity formation and exclusion of (or 
differentiation from) others, is often studied as a necessary human process of social closure. 
Because of this characterization, boundary theory, especially boundary work, has attracted 
scholars from a range of disciplines (Faraj and Yan 2009; Lamont and Molnár 2002).  
Lamont’s studies (1992 and 2000) of boundaries as occurring across national and cultural 
contexts, along with her conceptualization of symbolic boundaries as significant based on shared 
cultural meanings, conveys its relevance and potential for global applicability. In reviewing more 
contemporary works, the relevance of Lamont’s definitions and concepts is clear; many (if not 
most) contemporary articles reference and cite this work, and often use her definitions of 
symbolic boundaries and boundary work as the framework for their studies (Apesoa-Varano 
2013; Purser 2009; Trujillo-Pagán 2012). This is not to say, however, that contemporary works 
have not added to the conceptualization of boundaries and boundary work. As I will discuss in 
later sections, studies that incorporate or focus on organizational and institutional boundaries do 
		 10	
add to the definition, categorization, and conceptualization of symbolic boundaries and boundary 
work. 
Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge the contributions of studies on boundaries and 
boundary work to the sociology of work, especially those efforts attempting to explain 
inequalities. Boundary theory, due to its wide applicability, has been used to explore how 
individuals create distinction based on the assumed difference in values of those with dissimilar 
characteristics (such as race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality) or backgrounds (class and 
nationality). Research on symbolic boundaries and boundary work, therefore, is not only 
applicable across disciplines, but is also relevant to a range of subfields within sociology. The 
following section focuses on one of these subfields: organizations, work, and occupations. It 
explores how boundaries and boundary work are studied from the perspective of working 
individuals and highlights studies that integrate individuals, organizations, and institutions.  
Boundary Work in the Workplace 
  
 Several years after the release of Money, Morals, and Manners (1992), Michèle Lamont 
published a similar study documenting American and French symbolic boundaries. Like her first 
book,  Lamont (2000) details the boundary work of individuals in the workplace in The Dignity 
of Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries of Race, Class, and Immigration. However, this 
book also differs from Money, Morals, and Manners (Lamont 1992) in a number of ways. First, 
it gives voice to the working class and finds that all members of the same class do not share the 
same values. Lamont explores how individuals engage in boundary work to create a more 
powerful, dignified work identity by distancing themselves from members of the same 
occupation and class. While Money, Morals, and Manners (Lamont 1992) shows how 
professionals use various types of symbolic boundaries to make class distinctions, The Dignity of 
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Working Men (Lamont 2000) extends to race and nationality to illustrate the ways in which 
working class men describe their own working values as superior to those of other races and 
national backgrounds. Lamont’s texts do not capture the entirety of research on boundary work 
in the workplace, but rather serve as an important starting point for analysis of later studies, as 
her contributions are certainly relevant and function as the building blocks of contemporary 
research. 
 Focusing on organizations, occupations, and work illuminates the myriad of ways 
scholars have expanded on Lamont’s studies of symbolic boundaries. Studies published in the 
last decade not only evaluate how individuals do boundary work in the workplace, but also speak 
to the permeability of the boundaries individuals create. Moreover, these studies incorporate 
social boundaries and analysis of organizations and institutions to offer a more complex and 
holistic picture of modern work. Contemporary studies consider how race, gender, class, 
nationality, and even place influence occupational and organizational hierarches, and on an 
individual level, professional identities. These studies take boundaries and boundary work in 
exciting and significant directions.  
 Most of the studies I drew from follow qualitative methodologies, though some 
incorporate quantitative methods for added breadth. Lamont has done this in her research 
(Lamont 1992) and social psychologists studying work and occupations also used mixed-method 
designs to evaluate how boundary work influences workplace productivity and psychological 
safety (Faraj and Yan 2009). Samer Faraj and Aimin Yan (2009:604) quantitatively study 
multiple boundary work practices of knowledge teams in the tech industry and evaluate how 
“boundary spanning, buffering, and reinforcement” impact the performance of teams. Their 
study references works specific to organizations and occupations and contributes to existing 
		 12	
research on boundary work by analyzing how groups (or teams) in the same organization manage 
boundaries (Faraj and Yan 2009). 
 Qualitative studies on boundary work in the workplace continue to make important 
theoretical contributions. These articles expectedly study the symbolic boundaries of race, 
gender, and class and how they contribute to inequality (Pacholok 2009; Purser 2009; Trujillo-
Pagán 2012). Even so, they also discover other ways individuals draw symbolic boundaries and 
build identity. For example, Gretchen Purser’s 2009 study of immigrant day laborers found that 
men of the same marginalized occupation group use gendered language to assert their own 
masculinity and dignity. Interestingly, the difference between the two groups she studied is the 
place where they seek work. Her research shows that moral boundaries are not just drawn around 
race, gender, and class, but that groups can do boundary work to build identity from another 
difference: place (Purser 2009).  
 These studies note that occupational hierarchies exist and can influence how individuals 
create new symbolic boundaries or challenge existing social boundaries. Whether studying 
highly bureaucratic sectors like health care or less bureaucratic workplaces like construction 
sites, scholars recognize occupational hierarchy; supervisors and subordinates exist in most, if 
not all, workplaces (Apesoa-Varano 2013; Trujillo-Pagán 2012). Moreover, research shows that 
occupational boundaries can provoke boundary work, especially as subordinate workers create 
moral boundaries and describe their work ethic as superior to that of their supervisors (Trujillo-
Pagán 2012).  
Organizations, Institutions, and Influence 
 So who creates occupational and organizational hierarchies? Although individuals fill 
occupations/professions and carry out their tasks, organizations and larger socioeconomic and 
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political institutions also define and organize occupational roles. Hierarchies in the workplace 
can contribute to the overall efficiency of the organization, but they can also lead to social 
boundaries between occupational groups (Apesoa-Varano 2013; Purser 2009). The resources 
allocated to one job might be greater or less than another job in the same organization. Social 
boundaries, as described earlier, can influence unequal material and nonmaterial resources like 
income and prestige (Lamont and Molnár 2002). Occupation titles can be rigidly and narrowly 
defined and individuals can combat and evade occupational hierarchies by instituting their own 
moral hierarchies (Lamont 2000; Trujillo-Pagán 2012).  
 Individuals also combat occupational hierarchies by filling a range of occupational roles. 
As Ester Carolina Apesoa-Varano’s 2013 study of hospital workers found, occupational roles are 
permeable, and moving between various practitioner roles is necessary for hospital workers to 
care for patients. Although this study demonstrates that social boundaries are fluid, it also found 
that regardless of the various roles they fill, individuals are still restricted in their occupational 
titles and their ability to complete their co-workers’ and supervisors’ tasks often goes 
unrecognized (Apesoa-Varano 2013). 
 Analysis of occupational hierarchies and the permeability of occupational boundaries is 
just one way contemporary research factors in organizations and institutions. Some articles, 
instead of analyzing individuals’ boundary work, assess the boundary work of organizations 
themselves. Katherine Johnson (2013) does just this in her study of U.S. human egg and sperm 
donation clinics. Johnson discovered that the organizational terms and definitions of 
organizations have real, lived consequences for donors and recipients. She also suggests that the 
information management and exchange by organizations impacts larger social institutions like 
the family (Johnson 2013). 
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 Some studies concerned with boundary work also consider the influence of external 
institutions. For example, a study of firefighters (Pacholok 2009) found that the organizational 
structures of firefighting along with media coverage of firefighters forces firefighters to do 
boundary work to compete for recognition and assert their masculinity, competence, and skill. 
External institutional boundaries can also be challenged by organizations. Heidi Swarts (2011) 
describes the ways congregation-based community organizations strategically implement 
symbolic language to challenge institutional boundaries around race, class, and religion. 
Boundary work of congregation-based community organizations allows for collective identity 
building while also working toward social change (Swarts 2011). 
 Research incorporating study of organizations and institutions is valuable not only 
because it contributes to boundary work theory, but also because it helps to better illustrate the 
relationship between boundaries and inequality. Lamont was concerned with this relationship 
and in Money, Morals, and Manners states, “Instead of assuming that symbolic boundaries 
directly lead to exclusion, we need to view them as a necessary but insufficient condition for 
inequality, and exclusion itself” (Lamont 1992:6). Symbolic boundaries do not directly lead to 
inequality and exclusion, but can if those in positions of power create them.  
Institutions can exert power to draw boundaries in a multitude of ways. Governing bodies 
can draw physical borders and political boundaries. Economic institutions can dictate 
socioeconomic class boundaries. Educational institutions can afford some the opportunity to 
build cultural capital while restricting access to others. And, all powerful organizations and 
institutions, through their discursive practices, diffuse language to the public that is often used in 
boundary work by individuals (Apesoa-Varano 2013; Lamont 2000; Pacholok 2009; Swarts 
2011). This is evidenced in the way workers value and discuss their work ethic, employ race and 
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gender stereotypes, and challenge occupational hierarchies. Power matters, and observing how 
individual, organizational, and institutional boundaries overlap, intersect, and influence the other 
is important in attempting to understand the relationship between symbolic and social boundaries 
and inequality. 
Remaining Questions and New Directions 
 
Despite the wealth of research on boundary work in the workplace, the relationship 
between symbolic boundaries and inequality remains somewhat unclear. Incorporating additional 
concepts into future research might clarify this relationship. One relevant concept is the 
“boundary object.” First described by Susan Leigh Star (2010), “boundary objects” are things, 
people, and ideas that occupy shared spaces between groups (including organizations and 
institutions). Boundary objects can be concrete or abstract and influence infrastructures of 
organizations and institutions as they move between and are manipulated by multiple groups 
(Bowker and Star 2000). Though the boundary object has not yet been applied to research on 
boundary work, it could serve to illustrate the exchange of power between groups and provide 
insight into how objects between spaces impact institutional infrastructures. Like symbolic 
boundaries and boundary work, the boundary object can be used in the study of a wide range of 
workplace contexts (Star 2010). It also has the ability to connect individual level boundary work 
with institutional structures.  
Power, the driver of inequality, is either briefly discussed or is assumed in studies on 
boundaries in the workplace (Lamont 1992; Lamont 2000; Apesoa-Varano 2013). Scholars 
interested in boundaries in the workplace might be able to better describe boundaries and 
inequality with an explicit and detailed examination of the competing power structures that 
extend from individual to institution. Inspection of social boundaries, as suggested by Lamont 
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and Molnár in 2002, could bring insight into this complex correlation. Few studies in the 
literature on boundaries and work and occupations have clearly made the distinction between 
symbolic and social boundaries. Future research should consider more explicit discussions of 
how symbolic and social boundaries interact in a variety of occupational and organizational 
contexts.  
 Because boundary work is studied in a wide array of work contexts, it is important to 
discover how boundaries do or do not translate across different workplaces, industries, or sectors. 
New research on boundary work might also consider how boundary work practices vary 
throughout the world. As Lamont (1992 and 2000) discovered, individuals of the similar class, 
but different national backgrounds, vary in their values and in the way they construct symbolic 
boundaries. If boundary work is essential and if symbolic boundaries are valuable through their 
shared cultural meanings, how might the dissemination of Western values throughout the world 
influence boundary work? Furthermore, how might workers do boundary work to construct their 
identities while contesting institutional social boundaries? And, what possible avenues for 
increased workers’ rights and workplace equality might emerge from studies on boundary work?  
Conclusion 
 The study of boundaries and boundary work contribute a great deal to helping 
sociologists better understand and analyze our social world. Together, boundaries and boundary 
work in the workplace are fields of study that continue to grow. Research on symbolic 
boundaries has given us a glimpse into the ways individuals build collective and personal 
identity and, rather unintentionally, create and perpetuate systems of exclusion. However, there 
is a disconnect between the literature on boundary work and that on agricultural work. Applying 
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boundary work to agriculture expands our understanding of a complex work sector, while also 
expanding an important theoretical framework.  
Lamont (1992 and 2000) has certainly influenced interest in boundaries in the workplace 
as she has given voice to entire classes of people, while also demonstrating the wide variation of 
voices within those classes. Her body of scholarship, along with more contemporary studies, 
shows us how symbolic boundaries are constructed and contested in the workplace. Moreover, 
research that expands on Lamont’s findings and incorporates organizations and institutions, 
points to the complex relationship between symbolic boundaries, social boundaries, and social 
inequality. 
 This review is the first step in understanding how my own research might contribute to 
the larger body of research on boundaries, boundary work, and work and occupations. Through 
participant observation, interviews, and document content analysis, I have begun to uncover the 
boundaries and boundary work processes of local agricultural organizations, federal institutions 
(the U.S. Department of Agriculture), and individuals working in agriculture. It is my hope that 
my research can articulate the relationship between symbolic boundaries, social boundaries, and 
inequality and also act as an advocate for farmers and farm workers. 
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III. METHODS 
This was multi-method exploratory case study of boundary work in agriculture. Conducted in 
the Northwest and Southeast regions of Mississippi, my research entailed 10 research trips over 
the course of a year for field observation in diverse settings (ranging from organizational 
meetings to actual fields and barns), 36 informal conversations, and 12 semi-structured 
interviews.  Content analysis included 15 documents from nonprofits and government 
agricultural agencies. I took detailed field notes, recorded and transcribed interviews, and went 
through multiple rounds of data coding and analysis. 
Research Design 
 
To understand the work lives of individuals working in agriculture, I chose an 
exploratory qualitative case study design. The design for this study is exploratory because of the 
limited scholarly knowledge about Mississippi agriculture workers and the broader systems in 
which they are embedded. This research began in March of 2014, at an annual meeting of 
agriculture cooperatives in Mississippi, where I was introduced to members of a local farmers’ 
cooperative organization: an organization that would serve as my gatekeeper and guide for the 
duration of my research. Members of the cooperative are primarily farm owners and managers in 
Southeast Mississippi. Through my first conversations with these members, I decided that a 
combination of intensive participant observation and in-depth, semi-structured interviews would 
be the best methodological approach to uncover the perspectives of those working in agriculture. 
Site Selection and Sampling  
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 Conversations with the local cooperative organization also helped me in study site 
selection. The cooperative organization’s presence in Southeast Mississippi prompted me to 
select two neighboring counties in Southeast Mississippi as the initial research site. Southeast 
Mississippi serves as an excellent study site for this project as it is rich in agricultural production, 
boasting a large number of produce operations (USDA 2012a). Time and monetary constraints 
prompted me to consider the addition of a second research setting. Based on my existing 
knowledge of and experience in Northwest Mississippi, I determined that it would make an 
excellent addition to my research. The addition of Northwest Mississippi is not meant for a 
comparative case study, but rather adds depth to my research, leading to variation and saturation 
of observation and responses in the state. Both Northwest and Southeast Mississippi have deep 
and complex agricultural histories and interacting with workers in both settings allows for a more 
comprehensive understanding of farm work.  
I used purposive sampling methods to identify and select potential respondents for 
interviews. To maximize variation, I only limited for produce farming over commodity 
production. In other words, all respondents currently work on, manage, and/or own produce 
farms growing a range of vegetable and fruit crops. This sampling design provided variation in 
age, race/ethnicity, gender, and occupation (farm worker, manager, and/or owner) among 
interview respondents.  
Data Collection: Participant Observation  
 
 Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, my fieldwork began in September 
2014, when I traveled to Southeast Mississippi for the first research trip. Since then, I have 
journeyed on five additional research trips to Southeast Mississippi and four research trips to 
Northwest Mississippi. My observations in Southeast include three visits to farmers markets, 
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three visits to farm and feed stores, two visits to local grocery stores, and five visits to the local 
farmers’ cooperative building. Participant observation in Southeast was often spent familiarizing 
myself with the research setting and accumulating knowledge about local agricultural practices 
and work structures. Each trip allowed me to interact with a variety of stakeholders, including 
farm and animal feed store managers, grocery produce managers, farmers’ cooperative members, 
and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Cooperative Extension agents. The diversity of 
locations for observation presented the opportunity to interact with farm workers and owners in a 
number of off-farm contexts, imparting a picture of farm work as multifaceted and complex.  
 I also spent a significant amount of time in Northwest Mississippi. My observations took 
place over the course of four separate research trips. Much of my time in Northwest was spent 
on-farm observing the work of and interactions between farm workers, managers, and owners. 
Participating in farm work myself not only helped to build rapport with respondents but also 
provided first-hand knowledge of the tasks and labor involved in a “typical” day of fruit and/or 
vegetable production. I participated in observation on three farming operations. Two of the 
operations are small-scale produce farms, entirely devoted to the “sustainable” production of 
vegetables and fruits. One farm also manages livestock, including goats, chickens, rabbits, and 
ducks. The third operation is a larger commodity crop farm (approximately 1,400 acres) as most 
of its acreage is devoted to cotton, corn, soybeans, and hay, though this farm also has a small 
(two acre) plot of vegetables. While in Northwest, I also visited USDA Extension offices and 
spoke with local non-profit leaders interested and invested in agriculture. Like my observations 
in the Southeast, interacting with multiple stakeholders and agricultural workers in a variety of 
contexts provided a deeper knowledge about farm work. 
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 Official, formally organized meetings also proved to be an integral component of my 
fieldwork and much of my observation time was spent learning about how people talk about 
agriculture at regional conferences, summits, workshops, and strategic planning meetings. I 
attended six meetings, which not only offered important insights into emerging issues in 
agriculture, but also introduced me to respondents while helping me to build rapport with 
farmers. These observations began when I attended the annual meeting for Mississippi 
Association of Cooperatives (MAC), an organization governed under the larger, regional 
organization Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund (FSC/LAF). This 
meeting is of particular importance as it introduced me to gatekeepers, provided a wealth of 
information on local agriculture, and most importantly, invigorated my interest in research. 
 A second meeting with MAC later that year led me to cement relationships with 
organizational representatives and build stronger rapport with Mississippi farmers. Fortunately, I 
was also able to attend a strategic planning meeting for one of MAC’s member cooperatives.  I 
also attended two regional agricultural conferences. First, I attended the Mississippi Food 
Summit and Agricultural Revival hosted by Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network 
(MSAN). This large conference provided a wealth of information on the state of U.S. and 
Mississippi agriculture and was primarily attended by farmers and agriculture professionals. It 
was also at this meeting where I first considered adding Northwest Mississippi as an additional 
study site. I was introduced to beginning farmers and farm workers from the area and learned of 
Northwest farmers’ expanded interest in produce farming. 
 Another conference I attended was the Mississippi Small Farmers Conference. At this 
annual conference hosted by Alcorn State University and MAC, I spoke with farmers of all 
experience levels, from first-year farmers to fourth generation farmers. I was able to assist my 
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advisor at a conference presentation and conducted a discussion group with farmers and other 
agriculture professionals. We asked those attending our session to answer the following 
questions on small pieces of paper (1 answer per piece):  
What are the jobs/types of work involved in small farm agriculture? 
 
Are these jobs/types of work different for small farms when compared with other types of 
farms? 
 
How should we prepare the current and future workforce to do these jobs/types of work? 
We then asked participants to categorize responses, but they did not have enough time in the 
session to do so. Instead, I gathered the responses and categorized them myself. The discussion 
provided some feedback and confirmation to themes found during analysis of observation and 
interviews.  
The final meeting I attended was a strategic planning workshop for a proposed farmers 
market in Northwest Mississippi. I participated in the planning and design of the proposed 
market, which is now open in a town in Northwest, offering farmers an additional income source 
and addressing consumer demand for local produce. While the workshop was primarily attended 
by local professionals and USDA and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) officials (who 
provided funding and led the design for the project), with few farmers and farm workers in 
attendance, it offered a glimpse into the off-farm work structures.  
 For my fieldwork, I completed approximately 40 hours of direct observation. All 
observation was documented in detailed field notes and these notes were fleshed out at the end of 
each observation day and/or trip. Some observation sites and situations made it difficult to 
document field notes, such as on-farm workdays, so I would often begin documentation at the 
end of the observation. My observations also include 36 informal conversations with a variety of 
agriculture professionals and local stakeholders. Conversations include those at conferences with 
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panelists and participants, meetings with USDA Extension agents, exchanges with farmers 
market vendors, and many others that took place at observation sites. These conversations 
provided information on Mississippi’s agrifood system, provoked me to think about institutions 
and their definitions of agriculture, helped me to understand a general discourse about farming 
and farm work, and enabled me to build rapport with the Mississippi agriculture community. 
Data Collection: Interviews 
  
 Along with (and often during) field visits for participant observation, I conducted 12 in-
depth, semi-structured interviews. Seven of these interviews were conducted face-to-face during 
scheduled farm visits and impromptu meetings. The remaining five interviews were conducted 
over the telephone due to logistical challenges such as long driving distance or time constraints. 
As I discovered early in my observation, it is often difficult to pin down farmers and farm 
workers because of their extremely hectic work schedules. Scheduling phone interviews allowed 
me to conduct in-depth interviews at respondents’ convenience. Six face-to-face interviews were 
recorded with respondent’s permission and one respondent wished not to be recorded. I made 
transcriptions of each recorded interview, and both recorded and unrecorded face-to-face and 
telephone interviews were documented with detailed field notes. Each interview lasted from 45 
minutes to 1 hour. Respondent’s names were not recorded on any documents or devices and each 
was assigned a pseudonym. All individual names in this document are pseudonyms and are not 
related to individual’s real identity in any way. 
 Interview questions were determined prior to start of research and follow-up probes were 
used depending on responses. I often asked probing and follow-up questions to provoke 
clarification and depth, and found that allowing adequate time for respondents to answer before I 
asked follow-up questions led to longer interview responses. Interviews began with demographic 
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questions where respondents were asked to provide their racial identification, age, sex, martial 
status, and educational attainment. The interview then moved into more general questions about 
work life and wellbeing (interview questionnaire found in Appendix A). I ended each interview 
by asking respondents if they had any additional thoughts or questions, and all but one 
respondent added either a comment or asked me additional questions about the research project. 
Data Collection: Content Analysis 
  
 During observations and interviews, and in reviewing field notes, it became increasingly 
clear that organizations play important roles in defining and shaping agriculture. The USDA, 
along with local and statewide organizations, provides support to individuals working in 
agriculture. I felt that it was necessary to review online documents published by the USDA, 
Mississippi Department of Agriculture and Commerce (MDAC), MAC, and MSAN to 
understand the voice and potential impact of organizations on farmers’ and farm workers’ 
perceptions of agricultural work. Because the number of documents (especially USDA 
documents) is so large, I decided to limit my analysis to terms and definitions provided by each 
organization. I therefore analyzed 15 documents in total, some were website pages with a 
glossary or list of terms, while others were specific to funding and/or programs. Because USDA 
and MDAC are administrative bodies, they institute definitions through laws and regulations 
developed by federal and state Congress and the President; meaning definitions are fairly 
standard issue across all USDA and MDAC documents.   
Data Analysis 
  
 All field notes and interview transcripts were typed and organized by date to allow for a 
streamlined coding process. Field notes and transcripts were read through in entirety prior to 
beginning the first round of coding. Consistent with systematic qualitative analysis, I began with 
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open coding by identifying and jotting down themes in notes and transcripts, and highlighting 
those themes throughout the data. I created a detailed outline of themes in a separate document 
and then entered into focused coding to identify the connections, nuances, and possible 
anomalies. During content analysis I took note of each term and definition of relevance, and 
documented frequency across each organization. This allowed me to see the similarities or 
differences between organization documents. Finally, I categorized terms according to their 
application (e.g. farmer characteristics, modes of production). Because my research was ongoing 
through Spring 2015, I conducted multiple rounds of coding and the themes that emerged from 
data often dictated future observation and interviews. In fact, themes found during analysis led 
me to form a more appropriate research question and to add content analysis to my methodology.  
Role of Researcher 
Outlining my methods and adhering to IRB protocol is important, but did not necessarily 
prepare me for my time in the field. Perhaps the most challenging (and exciting) part of my 
research was negotiating my role as a researcher. I entered the field with some knowledge about 
agriculture generally speaking, but with little to no knowledge about Mississippi agriculture. I 
often felt uncomfortable when discussing agriculture with farmers and farm workers. When 
beginning observation and recruiting for interviews, I often felt nervous and reluctant to ask 
farmers to take time from their busy, unpredictable work day to sit down with me for an hour.  
As time went on and I grew more comfortable asking for interviews, I encountered an 
additional challenge. I found myself continuously asking, “How can I help farmers and address 
their concerns? How can I give them a voice while respecting their boundaries?” As it turns out, 
I was not the only person thinking about this. One of the most transformative, enlightening, and 
poignant moments of my professional life came when a respondent confronted me with similar 
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questions at the end of an interview. Russell, a 62 year-old farmer asked me, “So, what is this 
project about? Where is it going?” I responded by telling him about my academic career and how 
I hope it will contribute to the knowledge about farm work and support farmers in their goals. He 
replied, “Good, we need all the help we can get.”  
I left the interview feeling appreciated and welcomed, but also with a responsibility to 
advocate for agriculture workers in Mississippi. While it was great to identify as an insider (with 
my experience and interest in agriculture) when beginning my research, I also needed to 
acknowledge and address my outsider role. Entering as a researcher, and as a young, white 
female, often left me feeling like an outsider. My ascribed characteristics and researcher role, at 
times, may have helped others feel more comfortable, but also may have created a barrier and it 
is important I acknowledge this challenge. I decided that it was vital to conduct my research in a 
respectful manner, contribute to sociological and agricultural research, and also use my dual 
insider/outsider roles to advocate for agriculture workers through my research. 
Ultimately, creating a strong methodology that accounts for potential issues can help a 
researcher prepare, but there is no way to fully prepare for or anticipate what will happen when 
beginning field research. Keeping an open mind, personally and academically speaking, helped 
me to learn how to conduct qualitative research in a responsible and effective manner. My 
learning experience is invaluable for my future professional and personal endeavors and is 
largely due to facing uncomfortable situations and allowing for confrontation from respondents. 
Overall, my methods led me to discover key findings that contribute to larger bodies of 
knowledge and, I hope, support agriculture workers in Mississippi. 
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IV. FINDINGS 
Characteristics of Research Setting and Interview Respondents 
It is first necessary to present various agriculture characteristics of the study sites selected 
for this research. Table 1 displays characteristics defined and measured by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture. Northwest and Southeast columns are the average of two counties in that region 
of Mississippi, and figures for the entire state are represented for context. Table 1 also shows the 
variation between and within Northwest, Southeast, and all of Mississippi. For example, value of 
sales along with farm size shows the variation in size and sales between Northwest and 
Southeast. Most farms in Northwest are larger in size, which likely accounts for the larger 
number of farms with sales of $500,000 or more. While vegetable operations represent a small 
percentage of the total operations in each area, this may be attributed to the year the census was 
conducted, 2012, and the number of vegetable operations could have risen in more recent years. 
Finally, the table shows the distribution of primary occupations among farm operators, with the 
majority of operators in Mississippi identifying their primary occupation as “other”. Similarly, 
the majority of Southeast operators also identify their primary occupation as “other”, while the 
majority of Northwest operators identify “farming” as primary occupation. 
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Table 1: Selected agriculture characteristics of Northwest, Southeast, and state of Mississippi. 
Category (Census of Agriculture 2012) Northwest Southeast Mississippi  
Number of Farms 346 466 38,076 
Average Farm Size (acres) 944 112 287 
Vegetable Totals - Operations with Area in 
Production 
36 (10%) 7 (2%) 1,210 (3%) 
Number of Farms (Value of Sales - Percent)       
$0 - $249,999 194 (56%) 449 (96%) 34,204 (90%) 
$250,000 - $499,999 26 (8%) 5 (1%) 663 (2%) 
$500,000 or more 126 (36%) 12 (3%) 3,209 (8%) 
Number of Operators 492 721 54,778 
Average Age (years) 58 59 58 
Race of Operators       
White 390 (79%) 680 (94%) 47,654 (87%) 
Black 91 (18%) 26 (4%) 6,576 (12%) 
Sex of Operators       
Male 405 (82%) 508 (70%) 38,931 (71%) 
Female 87 (18%) 213 (29%) 15,847 (29%) 
Operators, Primary Occupation - Farming 186 (57%) 213 (46%) 22,165 (40%) 
Operators, Primary Occupation - Other 141 (43%) 253 (54%) 32,613 (60%) 
Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture Census of Agriculture (2012). 
 
Table 2 displays the sociodemographic characteristics for the interview respondents of 
this study. Farm occupation and off-farm occupation are listed for reference, and provide 
valuable context for the following findings. Though similar in some regards to the USDA census 
characteristics for the research settings, as in average age of operators, my sample also differs in 
many ways. First, a majority of the interview respondents identify as black while most operators 
in Mississippi identify as white.  
Important to note in this table is the farm occupation and occupation-other categories. As 
displayed, most respondents currently have off-farm occupations. The farm occupation category 
is the current farm occupation of the respondent. Several of the respondents previously worked 
in a different farm occupation. For example, Anthony, prior to becoming a farm owner, worked 
on farms as a temporary farm worker during high school. Other respondents, on the other hand, 
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like Matt, had no prior farm experience. Table 2 shows the variety of positions involved in on-
farm agriculture work, while the other (off-farm) occupations show the range of positions held 
by agriculture workers. Two of the three females interviewed described their primary roles on-
farm as contributing to marketing, sales, or distribution. This is attributed to both their off-farm 
primary occupations and their spouses managing the field operations. The majority of married 
males (5 of the 9 interviewed) who spoke about their spouse’s contributions noted that their 
female spouses worked off-farm jobs, increasing household income. 
Table 2: Selected characteristics of interview respondents. 
Name 
(Pseudonym) Age Gender Race Farm Occupation Occupation- Other 
Allen 30 Male White Farm Manager Tattoo Artist and Non-
profit Coordinator 
David 19 Male Black Farm Worker Administrative Assistant 
Andre 22 Male Black Farm Worker Dishwasher 
Matt 28 Male White Farm 
Manager/Part 
Owner 
Hunting Guide 
Russell 61 Male Black Farm Owner Extension Agent 
Luther 52 Male Black Farm Owner Extension Agent 
Tom 59 Male White Farm Owner Retired- Insurance Agent 
Rose 59 Female Black Farm Owner Non-profit Director 
Richard 53 Male Black Farm Manager Vending Sales 
Marjorie 51 Female Black Farm Owner Administrative Assistant 
Anthony 62 Male Black Farm Owner Retired 
Kathy 47 Female White Farm 
Owner/Spouse 
Sales 
 
Institutional Terms and Definitions 
My research expands on existing studies of boundary work by incorporating the 
symbolic, and often social boundaries implemented by institutions in the agriculture. Institutional 
terms and definitions create boundaries around work and occupations. One institution in the 
agriculture sector the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), serves as the governing body to 
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oversee, regulate, and assist agricultural operations and agribusinesses across the country. The 
USDA offers a range of programs and services including, but not limited to: agricultural 
research, food and nutrition programs, federal grants and subsidies (for farmers and other 
agribusinesses), insurance, conservation initiatives, and rural community development (USDA 
2014d). In order to qualify for programs or services, agricultural producers are often required to 
define themselves and/or their operation according to USDA terms and standards. In doing so, 
both the USDA and farmers construct boundaries around themselves, their farm operation, and 
their work.  
A systematic review of institutional documents released by the USDA reveals several of 
these terms and definitions. Definitions are established in federal policies, such as the 
Consolidated Farm and Rural Development Act (1961) and subsequent farm bills past every five 
years or so, and are distributed by the USDA to determine which producers may or may not be 
eligible for certain grants, subsidies, and assistance programs. Perhaps the most extensive 
definition provided is the “farm.” Farms, as qualified by the USDA, are operations whose 
production and sale of agricultural products meet or exceed $1,000 annually (USDA 2014a). As 
most farm or ranch operations qualify under this definition, other definitions are used for 
programs such as USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA) loans and grants. Agricultural producers 
may qualify for funding based on definitions provided for both the farmer and the farm. 
 The USDA distinguishes agricultural operations based on a range of characteristics, 
typically gross sales, ownership, and labor. “Family farms” are farms that are owned by family 
members by blood, marriage, or adoption, and all labor (except that which is hired) is conducted 
by family members. Most FSA loans require that farms are “family farms,” though the size of 
farm is not specified in FSA loan requirements. Size of farm, however, is important in 
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determining eligibility for some other USDA funding and programs. The Microloan program, for 
example, is reserved for beginning, small and mid-size family farms (USDA 2014b). The USDA 
determines the size of a farm operation not by acreage, but rather by gross sales rather than 
acreage. Small farms are defined as operations grossing $250,000 or less annually, medium-size 
farms are operations grossing $250,001 to $1,000,000 annually, and large farms gross more than 
$1,000,000 annually (USDA 2014a). 
The characteristics and qualities of farmers are also important determinants of eligibility 
for USDA programs and services. Some FSA loans are directed at minority or “socially 
disadvantaged farmers,” defined as producers who identify as members of a racial or ethnic 
minority and/or as women (USDA 2014b). Furthermore, the USDA recognizes some farmers 
based on household income or gross sales. For instance, “limited resource farmers” are producers 
whose “total household income is at or below the national poverty level for a family of four, or 
less than 50 percent of county median household income in each of the previous 2 years” (USDA 
2014a). 
 Terms and definitions of farms and farmers carry great institutional weight and directly 
impact farmers seeking federal assistance. Definitions are determined using a range of features, 
including gross sales, ownership, income, and ascribed characteristics. These definitions, though 
instituted by the USDA, are not simply created internally or by law makers alone. One term in 
particular, “socially disadvantaged farmer,” was instituted in 1990 following the provocation of a 
long-term minority farmer movement (Kleiner and Green 2008). The introduction and 
subsequent use of this term by the USDA provides evidence that not all terms and definitions are 
created and implemented using a top-down approach. Moreover, the creation of the term 
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“socially disadvantaged” signifies the potential of grassroots movements to enact change at the 
institutional level. 
Of course, the USDA is not the only institution involved in shaping the agriculture sector. 
The Mississippi Department of Agriculture and Commerce (MDAC) is the statewide governing 
body for agriculture and carries great responsibility in managing state-level regulations and 
houses many bureaus and departments. Regulations range from consumer and food safety laws to 
agricultural administrative rules. For example, MDAC houses the Mississippi Farmers Market 
Department, which regulates, permits, and informs farmers about food safety regulations when 
selling at farmers markets (MDAC 2014).   
Though different in scope than government agencies, alternative agriculture organizations 
are equally necessary to consider and understand when analyzing the current agrifood system in 
Mississippi. As alternative food movements continue to emerge and grow, it is now more 
important than ever to understand how organizations within these movements define and 
influence agricultural work (Lobao and Meyer 2001). Two organizations are of special interest in 
this study: the Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network and the Mississippi Association of 
Cooperatives. Both organizations are current and active stakeholders in the local, sustainable, 
and alternative food movement in the state. Though neither organization issues a comparable 
amount of terms to the USDA, they do provide some definitions relevant to farmers and farm 
workers.  
 The Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network (MSAN) is an organization of 
“farmers, consumers, educators, and activists” dedicated to promoting local, healthy, and 
sustainable food in Mississippi (MSAN 2014). The organization supports a number of programs 
and events including the annual Mississippi Food Summit, a local conference for members and 
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food movement professionals, and the Rooted in Mississippi: MSAN Demonstration Farms 
Program, an initiative designed to promote emerging and existing local and sustainable farms. 
Under the Rooted in Mississippi Program, MSAN presents a single definition of “sustainable 
farming” which the organization states, “meets environmental, human health, economic, and 
social objectives simultaneously” (MSAN 2014). This single definition not only works to define 
sustainable agriculture in the state, but like USDA definitions, determines eligibility for farmers 
wishing to join the Rooted in Mississippi Program and receive funding from MSAN. 
 Another organization of importance is the Mississippi Association of Cooperatives 
(MAC). It was established in 1972 in connection with the Civil Rights movement, and the 
organization works to support local small farms cooperatives. MAC is also dedicated to serving 
and representing socially disadvantaged and limited resource producers, exemplified in MAC 
leaders’ involvement in creating the “socially disadvantaged” term issued by the USDA (MAC 
2015). Unlike those issued by MSAN, the terms used by MAC are typically those of the USDA 
as MAC works to connect its member cooperatives with USDA programs and services. Many of 
its members, though not defined as “sustainable,” reflect some of the very principles of 
“sustainable farming” outlined by MSAN. For example, MAC’s 2501 Program, which is 
connected to and funded through the USDA and its initiative for Socially Disadvantaged Farmers 
and Ranchers, is designed to support the “income of their members through management 
training, financial analysis, and the production and marketing of a profitable mix of alternative 
and traditional agriculture enterprises” (MAC 2015). Although focused more on economic 
sustainability of small farmers, MAC’s holistic approach to agriculture (production, financial 
viability, and land preservation) echoes that of MSAN while also incorporating definitions from 
the USDA.  
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Federal institutions and local organizations provide definitions that serve as the criteria 
for funding and assistance relied on by many producers, while also shaping political and 
institutional discussions. However valuable, federal institutional terms and definitions are 
typically not used in public discourse by those working in agriculture. Farmers, farm workers, 
and institutional agents, for instance, move away from gross sales, and instead define farms and 
farmers according to farm acreage, crops produced, and/or modes of production. The following 
findings, obtained through observations and interviews, uncover the ways in which those 
working in agriculture define themselves, their farms, their work, and the agriculture industry, 
often by employing terms different than those used by agrifood institutions. These findings detail 
how individuals engage in boundary work to define “legitimate” farms and farm work and 
negotiate their identity within agriculture. 
Institutional Agents: Race Boundaries and Legitimate Agriculture 
 Like institutions themselves, institutional agents produce and reproduce boundaries 
around work and workers. Institutional agents have the ability to create social boundaries by 
defining an occupation or assigning an income and other benefits, while also assigning symbolic 
meaning to those occupations (Lamont 2000; Lamont and Molnar 2002). Boundaries are 
typically constructed in order to define oneself and group in opposition to others, and are not 
only economic (determined by monetary resources), but also moral, as they define which 
occupations and work are “better” or more legitimate than others. Race/ethnicity, gender, and 
class are a few of the symbolic boundaries drawn around workers, allowing some individuals and 
groups to maintain dignity while defining others as less professional (Lamont 1992; Lamont 
2000). Through institutional definitions and everyday boundary work, agents are able to 
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determine who and who is not a representative of an industry or occupation (Lamont 2000; 
Lamont and Molnar 2002).  
 The USDA, as mentioned in the previous section, is the leading governmental institution 
in U.S. agriculture. And although it primarily operates in the nation’s capital, the USDA is also 
active in every county across the country, in collaboration with the system of land-grant 
universities, through its Cooperative Extension Service. Extension serves agricultural producers, 
broader industries, and rural communities through various research and development initiatives 
(USDA 2014d). Extension offices are located in nearly every county of the U.S. and are run by 
“Extension Agents.” While many offices and agents now focus on rural and community 
development, some Extension agents continue to specialize in agriculture (USDA 2014c).  
Extension agents dedicated to serving local agricultural producers provide a range of services 
from soil testing to financial assistance, and can act as area representatives of the agriculture 
industry (USDA 2014c).  
In Mississippi, there are two land-grant universities operating Cooperative Extension 
programs: Mississippi State University and the historically black college, Alcorn State 
University. Mississippi State University operates an Extension office in every county of 
Mississippi, while Alcorn State University works out of four specialized centers and is dedicated 
to serving limited-resource and socially disadvantaged producers (ASU 2014; MSU 2014). In 
observations at Extension offices and conversations with four agents (from across both 
universities), I discovered how agents define and discuss agriculture. Moreover, through these 
observations I uncovered the boundary work being performed by agents to create boundaries 
around agricultural producers, farm operations, farm work, and themselves.  
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 Observations and informal conversations with Extension agents reveal the variety of 
ways in which they define agriculture in the county they serve. When asked to describe the 
current state of agriculture in the county or state, they discussed the producers and their 
operations as well as the production methods and crops. Furthermore, when probed about 
specific types of producers or groups (such as the local predominantly black cooperatives), 
certain Extension agents were quick to define agriculture producers by their ascribed 
characteristics, especially race. A conversation with a self-identified white, male Extension agent 
in Southeast Mississippi provides an example of such expressions [excerpt from field notes]. 
I was particularly interested in learning about the (historically black) farmers 
cooperative. I asked him [the ext. agent] if he knew about them and he did not really 
describe the cooperative, expressing he has not worked with them in a long time. I then 
asked, “do you know if the cooperative sells at the farmers market?” to which he 
responded, “I don’t know about that, there is a craft market downtown.” Finally, after 
the third question about the cooperative, the agent responded with (in an irritated tone), 
“they are not the representatives of the ag. industry” and proceeded to give me the 
names of two white farmers in the county and suggested I contact them instead. 
 
This excerpt displays the boundary work performed by one Extension agent as he creates 
boundaries around the “representatives of agriculture.” This particular agent is able to use his 
knowledge and expertise to define legitimate agriculture in multiple ways. First, he describes that 
he does not often (and possibly chooses not to) work with the black farmers cooperative.  
Second, he does so by implicitly stating producers’ race as a determinant of legitimate 
agriculture. In the last quotation provided he not only disqualifies the cooperative as 
representatives of agriculture, but also defines white farmers as the legitimate representatives of 
agriculture.   
Extension agents can also reproduce existing race boundaries by employing various racial 
stereotypes. A conversation about the same black farmers cooperative with a different white, 
male agent in a neighboring county provides an illustration. 
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ME: Do you know if the cooperative sells to the grocery stores? 
AGENT: Maybe a couple, but they [the grocery stores] can’t depend on them.  
ME: What do you mean? The quantity isn’t there? 
AGENT: Yeah, and they don’t get it on time…the quantity and they aren’t always reliable 
on time.  
ME: Oh, ok.  
AGENT: I mean, when they form the cooperatives they break away because the market 
value for their produce isn’t there. 
 
 Here, the agent expresses the stereotype of black men as unreliable or not dependable and 
describes that as the reason they are not present in the markets. The same Extension agent goes 
on to use race to define legitimate types of crop production. It is known that the local farmers 
cooperative is comprised of primarily produce (e.g. vegetable and fruit) farmers, and the agent 
implies that the cooperative was formed because their product possessed low market value.  
Lastly, Extension agents can use their experience and knowledge to suggest the types of 
farm operations that are the representatives of local agriculture. As one white, male agent in 
Southeast Mississippi stated, “you should really talk to the two farmers I mentioned. They own 
the most land in the county…large farms of row crops, what we grow around here.” 
 It is important to note that the conversations with these particular Extension agents might 
not reflect the attitudes of all agents in the state, but do show that agents working in the research 
settings for this study create and reproduce symbolic boundaries around work. Particular white, 
male Extension agents do this by implicitly expressing that producers’ race is a marker of 
legitimacy. As Michele Lamont (2000) describes in her study of working men, race can be used 
as the determinant for moral boundaries around work. And although Lamont’s study (2000) 
focuses on the boundary work of workers themselves, my observations expand on these insights 
to reveal how institutional agents (with knowledge and authority) perform boundary work to 
define the agriculture sector. 
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Farmers’ and Farm Workers’ Expressions of Work and Self 
 Farmers and farm workers engage in boundary work to define themselves, their farm 
operations, and their work. Like institutional agents, farmers and farm workers discuss 
agriculture in ways far different from the terms and definitions outlined by the USDA. Common 
discourse about agriculture departs from the economic, sales-based definitions of farms and 
farmers, and instead focuses on the acreage of an operation, crops produced, or method of 
production. The people I interacted with in this study did not discuss themselves as “socially 
disadvantaged” or “limited resource,” but alternatively drew on language from historical and 
contemporary agrifood movements. The following field notes excerpt from a local food 
conference provides an example of such expressions. 
The panel on farm economics begins and the panelists are asked to introduce themselves. 
James, a black farmer and agricultural leader, introduces his farm as a 220 acre 
vegetable, beef, and timber farm and describes himself as a “farmer in the middle.” 
 
 James’s description of himself and his farm is much different than the measures of size 
provided by the USDA. Those measures are based on gross sales of the operation, rather than its 
size or crop. James’s introduction is especially noteworthy as it demonstrates how a farmer 
describes himself and his farm to fellow farmers and agriculture professionals. James is able to 
position his farm within the agriculture sector by using language recognizable and meaningful to 
those working in agriculture.  
 Though seemingly insignificant, James’s use of the phrase “farmer in the middle” for an 
introduction is rather important. This phrase borrows from an emerging movement in agriculture 
to acknowledge and serve “farmers in the middle.” Such farmers operate farms too large for 
relying mainly on direct-to-consumer sales (such as community supported agriculture or farmers 
markets) yet too small to fully supply and contract with large-scale, industrial distributors. Mid-
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size operations are suggested to be decreasing in number due to their unique position within the 
agriculture sector (Agriculture of the Middle 2014). Describing himself as a “farmer in the 
middle” allows James to situate himself among his peers at the conference, differentiate himself 
from others, and also call attention to an important agricultural issue.  
 Similarly, when all respondents were asked to describe their farm, they described what 
they grow, how they grow it, and on how many acres. For example, Anthony, a 62 year-old black 
farmer described his farm according to these characteristics.  
 ME: Can you please describe your farm? 
ANTHONY: I’ve got a 40 acre plot with about 30 acres currently in production. I’m 
gowing sweet potatoes right now but am tryin’ to grow some greens this year. I’m not 
organic but I don’t use any chemicals and started using compost this year. 
 
Like James, Anthony’s word choice places himself and his farm in a particular context 
recognizable to both agricultural professionals and consumers. Farmers who defined their 
growing methods as “organic,” or chemical free are framing themselves within a growing global 
movement. Anthony, by describing what he grows and the size of his operation is also defining 
himself according to certain common understandings of agriculture such as produce farming and 
small farming. 
 Conversations and interviews with farmers and farm workers also reveal the ways they 
talk about farm work itself. The way farmers and farm workers talk about their work is 
especially important as it is often not reflected at the institutional level, and therefore has the 
potential to communicate workers’ needs at a higher level. First, interviews with farmers 
uncovered the narrow ways farm work is conceived and discussed. When asked about his work 
experience, Allen, a 30 year-old white, beginning farmer responded by saying, 
“My uncle owned largest machinery shop in town…I would go out to farms and fix 
machinery, a lot of welding, but I’m not sure if that counts” (quote from interview). I 
asked him why machinery work wouldn’t count and he plainly expressed that he now 
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thinks of farm work as on-farm production work, “hands in the dirt, planting, weeding, 
harvesting, that kind of stuff (excerpt from field notes). 
 
 Allen’s response is just one example of the common sentiment expressed by many 
farmers: farm work is production work. When asked to discuss their previous work experience, 
daily tasks, or benefits and challenges of work, most respondents describe on-farm production 
work such as that described by Allen. Only after probing questions about other on-farm tasks and 
off-farm work (such as marketing and sales) do farmers begin to expand on their conceptions of 
farm work to include marketing, distribution, sales, contracting, and mechanical work.  
 In contrast to Allen’s description, two of the females interviewed for this study described 
their farm work as primarily marketing, distribution, and sales. Like the majority of males 
interviewed, the women interviewed also hold off-farm jobs. Two of the females involved in 
farming do so to contribute to a family farm and often attribute the general farm management to 
their male spouses. Marjorie, a 51 year-old female farmer describes her farm work in an excerpt 
from her interview.  
 ME: What are some of the jobs you perform as farm work? 
MARJORIE: I sell at the farmers markets, one on Wednesday evening and one on 
Saturday. I also make all the signs and talk with customers, including a few stores and 
restaurants. That’s my favorite part. 
 ME: Do you ever work in the field? 
MARJORIE: No. I mean, not really. Sometimes if were short a few hands or if my 
husband gets caught up in his other job. But I have another job too, it gets busy so I 
mostly do the farmers market work and he stays on the farm those days, it works out. 
 
 As Marjorie describes, she and her husband have different roles on the farm, playing to  
 
both their interests and work schedules. Marjorie defines her work as separate and involving  
 
more personal care and attention than on-farm work as she interacts with customers.  
 
 Regardless of how farmers and farm workers describe the work itself and the tasks 
involved in farm work, all farmers interviewed for this study overwhelmingly express a deep 
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sense of pride and passion for farming. Some respondents express pride and passion explicitly, 
by emphasizing a great love for farm work or by assigning various terms to their work. As 
Luther, a 52 year-old black farmer, expressed when asked why he was interested in farm work 
said, “I just love it, it’s God’s work.” Luther’s passion is clear: he loves working in agriculture. 
He also associates his work in agriculture with God, and exudes pride in what he considers to be 
divine work.  
 Farmers and farm workers also express pride and passion by comparing farm work to 
their other jobs. All of the respondents for this study currently hold two jobs; one is farming (as 
owner, manager, or worker) and the other is often described as necessary to earn off-farm 
income to support their farming job. When describing their multiple jobs in interviews, 
respondents often created a distinct boundary between occupations. Describing their two 
occupations in different ways allows farmers to define farming as a more dignified and prideful 
occupation. Respondents saw off-farm income as unavoidable, as their farming operations were 
perhaps less financially stable. However, many farmers and farm workers, especially those 
nearing retirement, look forward to working as a full-time farmer. Even those that managed to 
find off-farm jobs in agriculture (such as extension work or agriculture nonprofit work) 
communicated the desire to move to full time farm work. An interview with Russell, a 61 year-
old black farmer illustrates this boundary work. 
ME: What does a typical day of work look like for you? 
RUSSELL: Up at 5, sometimes earlier or later just depends on what I got to do that day. I 
live at the farm so I’m up on the farm working. Then I get ready for my other job here 
[university Extension], am there from 8 or 9 a.m. to 5 or so, then I’m back on the farm 
working usually ‘til about 1 in the morning. 
ME: That’s a long day. 
RUSSELL: Yeah, but I gots to do it. Got to keep the farm goin’.  
 
Later in the interview, Russell elaborates on his two occupations: 
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ME: How would you compare farm work to your other jobs? 
RUSSELL: I love my farm, I like the work more. My job here is okay, I get to work with 
farmers but I’d like to be on my farm right now. I love plantin’ in the fields, it’s quiet and 
honest out there. 
ME: Why can’t you work on your farm full-time? 
RUSSELL: Gotta pay the bills, get benefits and health insurance, those kinds of things. 
Working here helps me save so I never have to borrow on my farm.  
 
 Russell’s interview is one example of balancing two positions, which is not only 
physically draining (as evidenced in Russell’s long work day), but is perhaps mentally 
challenging as well as farmers negotiate between two occupational identities. Farmers are in a 
unique position in that their off-farm income is used to support their farm work and operation, an 
occupation they tend to enjoy more. Describing their farm work in opposition to their other 
occupations allows farmers to justify holding two occupations while also assigning dignity and 
pride to the very physically, mentally, and emotionally challenging work in agriculture. 
Summary 
 Although institutional and organizational definitions of agriculture, farmers, and farm 
work are valuable in assisting producers with research, funding, and technical support, they are 
not the only definitions that create symbolic and social boundaries. Those working in agriculture 
instead use various qualifiers to determine what qualifies as legitimate and honorable work. 
Observations and interviews reveal how certain institutional agents can engage in boundary work 
to define which farmers and what type of work is most representative of the agriculture sector in 
Mississippi. Likewise, farmers and farm workers engage in boundary work to describe what 
tasks, especially on-farm tasks, qualify as actual farm work. Finally, farmers earning off-farm 
income at a second job create a symbolic boundary between the two positions by describing the  
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pride, dignity, and passion involved in farm work. Drawing this boundary and expressing their 
farm work in these terms helps farmers to acknowledge the necessity of a second income in 
supporting their true passions in agriculture.  
The farm workers that were interviewed for this study report enjoyment in farm work, but 
did not express an interest in pursuing the career long term. When asked why, the two farm 
workers discussed other career aspirations. David, a 19 year-old black farm worker described his 
career aspirations in this excerpt from an interview, stating, 
“I like farm work a lot, it’s a good experience and I get to work outside, but I want to go 
to school for biochemical engineering. I see a lot of opportunities there to make good 
money.”  
 
David expresses the sentiment that farm work, while enjoyable in some respects, might not offer 
the financial opportunity that a more stable position in engineering might offer. David is not 
alone in his aspirations, and the growing need for new farmers is a common discussion point at 
workshops, meetings, and conferences. Andre, a 22 year-old farm worker interviewed voiced a 
similar, yet more ambivalent sentiment when asked about is interest in a long-term career in 
farming.  
“I don’t know really, I have a job as a dishwasher and I earn more money but farm work 
is more exciting, I feel like I’m doing something good. I could see myself probably being 
a chef one day.” 
 
  As the average age of farmers continues to rise, and was 58 in Mississippi in 2012, 
many current farmers express great concern over the future of agriculture and when meeting, 
make efforts to strategize ways to engage interest in a long-term career in agriculture among 
youth.   
 The boundaries of institutions and organizations and the boundary work of those working 
in agriculture might appear to be distinct, but are in fact interrelated and are of great importance 
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for understanding farm work in Mississippi. Exploring these findings within boundary theory can 
help uncover the ways institutions, organizations, groups, and individuals interact to create and 
reinforce symbolic and social boundaries in the agriculture sector.  
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V. DISCUSSION 
 
How do individuals working in agriculture define their position and their work? How do 
organizations and institutions define and describe agriculture and farm work? And, how do each 
build symbolic boundaries around their position and work? These research questions guide the 
following discussion and illustrate the ways my research contributes to scholarly knowledge. 
While much of the research on agriculture is limited geographically and the agricultural research 
focusing on work often defines workers in narrow terms, I add to this research by showing the 
variety of occupational roles and identities held by agriculture workers, both on and off-farm. 
Similarly, boundary theory, though vast in its application to a variety of disciplines, has been 
limited in its application to agriculture and its focus on individual or group identity. My research 
adds to this by analyzing and exposing the layers of boundaries at multiple levels and showing 
how individuals working in agriculture define themselves and their work.  
As this project concentrates on workers and work, it is important to examine how, and in 
what ways, the agricultural literature and literature on boundary theory in the workplace might 
intersect. Suggested by Lamont and Molnar (2002), boundary theory has the ability to illuminate 
the nuances of work in a multitude of sectors and can elaborate on the ways boundaries are 
constructed and contested by workers. Moreover, analysis of symbolic boundaries and boundary 
work highlight the ways boundaries impact (either constraining or enabling) workers and their 
identities. Boundary theory, with a wide application to work and the workplace, serves as a 
useful framework for understanding how various agents (individuals, groups, organizations, and 
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institutions) engage in boundary work and how each shape the identities of workers and 
definitions of work for an entire sector. 
Agricultural Work and Its Boundaries 
The need for this research is not only visible in the gaps in scholarly research, but is also 
evident in the sociodemographic characteristics of people in the research settings (displayed in 
Table 1), observations, and interview responses. With over 38,000 farms registered in the state of 
Mississippi, further understanding of the current agriculture sector and those working within it is 
imperative (USDA 2012a). Often publicly discussed as work of the past, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s (USDA) Census of Agriculture (2012a) and my fieldwork demonstrate that 
agriculture is relevant. Relevance is not the only issue at hand, however, as the agricultural 
climate is changing (Lobao and Meyer 2001). Increasing popular demand and academic interest 
in alternative agriculture practices is also evident in the Southeastern U.S. and Mississippi with 
the emergence of alternative agriculture organizations, farmers markets, and conferences. 
Furthermore, I observed a discourse among farmers and scholars alike around organic and 
alternative farming.  
While Lamont’s (1992 and 2000) foundational texts describe the boundary work of 
individuals of the same race, class, or occupational group, they do not describe the symbolic 
boundaries and boundary work of work itself. Respondent’s descriptions of agriculture work as 
on-farm production work, forgetting the additional tasks involved shows how individuals 
construct a work identity around on-farm production work. As previously discussed, individuals 
will elaborate when prompted.  
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Race and Agriculture 
Although the symbolic and social boundaries of agricultural work adds to the literature of 
boundary theory and research on agriculture, recognizing the symbolic boundaries constructed 
using ascribed characteristics is also necessary. There is a great deal of literature addressing 
boundary work of individuals of varying race, gender, class, and national identities in the same 
occupation, work place, or work sector. The Dignity of Working Men (Lamont 2000) was one of 
the first scholarly sources to describe how moral boundaries are constructed according to race in 
order to affirm dignity in low skill occupations. Given the profound significance of race in 
agriculture, especially in the Southeast, this study must address the moral boundary work of 
various individuals and how it shapes symbolic race boundaries in today’s agriculture.  
Race and agriculture in the South are often described in historical terms. Scholarly works 
focus on historical processes and the impact of various events and policies on racial equality in 
agriculture. Though it is not to be ignored, I intended to discover if and how race and agriculture 
are discussed today. Many Mississippi community-based cooperatives, first established in 
response to civil rights legislation do welcome farmers of all backgrounds, but continue to 
advocate for racial and ethnic minority agriculture from the local to national levels. Because of 
this, cooperatives are often associated with black farmers. Given the history of race relations in 
the study setting, it was no surprise to encounter racism when speaking with white Extension 
agents behind closed doors (Daniel 2013; Green and Green 2005). The relationship between the 
USDA and minority (especially black) farmers is an especially contentious one and cooperative 
members exchange stories about difficulty working with USDA Extension. Although this 
relationship is thought to have improved in recent years, my conversations with institutional 
agents provides evidence to contemporary challenges and shows that individuals continue to 
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construct moral boundaries and define legitimate agriculture according to farmers’ racial 
identity. And as Lamont (1992) notes, boundary work is not done with purpose of distinction but 
rather to aid in one’s own identity formation. Defining agriculture according to race does not 
necessarily affirm an individual identity, but instead the identity of a work sector. In this case, 
Extension agents who expressed such sentiments are defining “real” or “legitimate” agriculture 
as that done by white farmers. This expands on the notion of boundary work as an individual 
process for individual identity, and provokes how future research might consider how individuals 
create or alter the identity formation of a workplace or work sector. 
Negotiating Two Occupations 
 Although previous studies on symbolic boundaries at work describe how individuals do 
boundary work to form identity by differentiating themselves from others in the same occupation 
or by distancing themselves from other occupational groups, little is known about the boundary 
work of individuals with two or more occupations. Agriculture is a sector where many farm 
owners, managers, and workers earn off-farm income through additional occupations. In this 
study, all but two respondents have more than one occupation, and express difficulty managing 
two jobs. This difficulty is partly attributed to the physical and mental stress of working two 
jobs, as it often means long hours. Farm work is physically laborious, and working at an 
additional job, whether part-time or full-time, only adds to the exhaustion many farmers feel.  
 The difficulty confronted by holding two occupations, however, is also evidenced in 
farmers doing identity work. There is visible stress as farmers attempt to define who they are by 
what they do, and they often draw symbolic moral boundaries between their two occupations by 
asserting that one type of work is more important or one’s career/true calling. Many farm owners 
identify as farmers first, and rationalize their extreme stress by emphasizing that their other job is 
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only to support their true passion: farming. Some are able to earn additional income while 
working at other jobs in agriculture, but others find other occupations to support their 
agricultural interest. The farm workers I interviewed, however, describe the opposite as they 
express long-term career interests in other fields and that farm work is more or less a temporary 
position.  
 It is necessary to address this boundary work for a few reasons. One, farming is a 
financially difficult endeavor to say the least, which requires farmers to add the stress of an 
additional occupation while trying to maintain an economically viable farm operation. Off-farm 
income supports farmer’s finances, but also takes away time that could be spent working on the 
farm, a dilemma common in agriculture throughout the U.S. Second, holding two or more 
occupations is increasingly common due to economic restructuring and scholars are paying more 
attention to the potentially harmful effects of working multiple jobs (Marucci-Wellman et al. 
2014). Finally, while there is increased attention on those with multiple occupations in social and 
health literature, this remains understudied in literature focused on agriculture.  
Individual, Organizational, and Institutional Boundaries 
 The symbolic boundaries and boundary work of individual farmers is not without 
influence by organizational and institutional boundaries. Agriculture is a highly regulated work 
sector (though not with regard to worker protections), and all individuals working in agriculture 
are subject to rules and regulations by state and federal institutions. There is a gap between some 
of the terms issued by the USDA and the common terms and descriptions by farmers, yet these 
terms still constitute social boundaries that allocate material and non-material resources based on 
their accompanying definitions. Assessing how the symbolic and social boundaries interact at 
varying levels in agriculture is paramount to improving agricultural work overall. Agriculture, of 
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course, is not the only sector with organizational and institutional influence, making this research 
applicable to many other sectors or academic disciplines. There is value in focusing on 
individuals and groups, as demonstrated by Lamont (1992 and 2000) and those who have 
followed, but addressing institutional boundaries is equally valuable for revealing the ways 
workers are both constrained by and enabled by the organizations and institutions with which 
they are forced to interact.  
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 
As with any study, there are limitations to this research. First, this project is limited in its 
ability to study the relationships between various occupational groups in agriculture. Though I 
demonstrate the ways varying agents across agriculture occupations construct boundaries, this 
project could have benefited from more on-farm observation to better understand how farm 
workers, managers, and/or owners interact and negotiate their positions while at work. Second, I 
was limited in my ability to interact with local organizations and their positions on agriculture 
systems. Though I was able to attend some meetings and review published content, interviews 
with organization leaders on how they determine definitions and how exactly these definitions 
are used could elaborate on the organizational impact such definitions have on those working in 
agriculture.  
Future research might consider how my research questions and findings might apply to 
other sectors of work, especially other regulated work sectors. This can reveal the applicability of 
my findings as well as illuminate the unique boundaries and boundary work processes occurring 
in agriculture. Researchers interested in agriculture could also apply my research questions to 
other regions, commodities, or expand to other occupations and commodities (such as livestock). 
Researches interested in boundary work could also investigate how gender boundaries and 
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occupational roles across work sectors are formed, reinforced, and challenged. As described in 
the findings, women and men occupy differing occupational roles and job duties both within and 
outside of the agricultural sector. Exploring this further, and extending to other sectors could 
expand on the knowledge of how individuals and groups do gender boundary work in the 
workplace. 
Conclusion 
 In all, this research demonstrates the ways in which individuals, groups, organizations, 
and institutions do boundary work to define themselves, their work, and the agriculture sector. 
While studies that exclusively focus on individual and group-level boundary work in the 
workplace are incredibly valuable in understanding the variation of worker identities within an 
occupational group or work sector, incorporating the symbolic and social boundaries of 
organizations and institutions adds a layer of complexity necessary for more holistic 
understanding. Moreover, this holistic account shows the disconnect of and the exchange taking 
place between agricultural workers and the organizations and institutions involved in farming.  
 Findings from this research are not intended to argue that the varying discourse of 
individuals or of organizations and institutions is more accurate, but is to say that there is great 
variation within this sector. My findings reveal that boundary work takes place at an internal, 
individual level as farmers attempt to negotiate their occupational identity(ies), as well as at an 
institutional level as state and federal government bodies create social boundaries to regulate the 
agriculture sector. My hope is that this research contributes to the understanding of agriculture in 
the Southeast while also informing existing theory by adding to the literature on boundary work.  
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Socio-Demographic Questions for Interviews 
To begin, I am going to ask some questions about your background.  
1. What is your age? __________ (years) 
 
2. How would you describe your sex? 
     [ ] Male     [ ] Female    [ ] Other, please specify 
 
3. What is the highest level of formal education that you have completed? 
[ ] Less than high school 
[ ] GED 
[ ] High school degree 
[ ] Some college, no degree 
[ ] Associate degree 
[ ] Bachelor degree 
[ ] Master degree or higher 
 
4. Which racial or ethnic group do you most closely identify yourself with? (check all that apply) 
[ ] Black/African American 
[ ] White 
[ ] American Indian 
[ ] Asian 
[ ] Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian 
[ ] Other, specify: __________ 
       
5. Are you Hispanic/Latina? [ ] Yes     [ ] No 
 
6. How would you describe your current marital status? 
[ ] Single  [ ] Committed Relationship  [ ] Married  [ ] Separated  [ ] Divorced 
7. How many children do you have under the age of 18? _____ 
8. Were you born and/or raised in the state of Mississippi?  [ ] Yes     [ ] No 
General Questions About Farm Work 
Now, I would like to discuss your involvement in farm work and community life. 
9. Are you a farm owner yourself?  [ ] Yes     [ ] No 
9a. If yes, please describe the farm you have? (Acres, own/rent, crops, livestock, etc.) 
Please note that the following questions focus primarily on the farm work you do for other 
farmers/farm managers. 
10. How many years have you been doing farm related work? _____ 
11. Over the course of the past year, how many farms have you worked with? _____ 
11a. For each of these farms, can you provide a brief description? (Acres, crops, 
livestock, etc.) 
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12. What are the different jobs you do as part of farm work? 
13. Will you describe the specific tasks you perform on a daily basis? (In other words, describe a 
typical day of work.) 
14. Are you exposed to production (field work and harvest) as part of your work? 
15. Are you exposed to distribution and sales of harvest as part of your work? 
16. What are some of the challenges you face at work? 
17. What do you like the most about your work for the farm? 
18. What do you like the least about your work for the farm? 
19. About how much of your income comes from farm work? 
20. How do you get paid for your farm work? Is it based on hourly wages, piece work, or some 
other system? 
21. Do you spend time with other farm workers outside of work? If so, please describe the type 
of things you do. If not, why? 
22. How often do you come into contact with migrant workers (people from places outside of 
Mississippi) while at work?   
General Questions About Quality of Life 
23. Are you employed elsewhere? If so, what is your other occupation? 
24. How would you compare farm work to other jobs? 
25. Are you interested in a long-term career in agriculture? Why or why not? 
26. How would you describe your overall quality of life? 
27. How satisfied are you with your current health status? Please explain the reason for your 
answer. 
		 60	
28. How satisfied are you with your regular housing situation? Please explain the reason for your 
answer. 
29. How satisfied are you with your income from farm work? Please explain the reason for your 
answer.         
30. In what ways do your work experiences influence your quality of life?  
31. Are there any things that could be done to help you in pursuing your goals for the type of 
work you most want to do? 
32. How would you identify yourself? 
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